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INT?..ODUCTION
Refinement in the study of small groups has bc�n
accompanied by pa:::-alled irr.prov,3r:1ent in theory n..'1ri re
search dealing with group pressures.

There have been

many thoroush and penctratin5 investigations of social
pressure and conformity, but work is sparse concerning
·.<

the factor of anonymity in conforcing to a group norm.
This paper seeks to ascertain the effect of anonymity
of responses upon individual judgments under social
influence.
The extent of induced conformity of individual
judg�ents is generally recognized as a function of the
object to be judged, the subject making the judgrr.ent,
and the situation in which the subject finds himself
(Hare, 1962).

The �irst of these functions was found

to be critical in determining the amount of pressure
and rate of error in a lab setting.

The more ambigu

ous the stimuli, the more errors produced in individu
al judgments (Luchins & Luchins, 1955; Blake, Helson,
& Mouton, 1957).

Thus, studies which have utilized a...r1

ambiguous task cannot directly com:;>are with those
where the judgmental task is obvious a�d objective.
1
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Sherif (1935; 1936) was one of the first investi
gators to demonstrate the importance of group infl�
ences upon individual judgment.
required

His subjects were

to judge the apparent movement of a pinpoint

of light, the autokinetic effect, first alone and then
with two other subjects.

Even though not instructed

to agree, and in some cases warned against being in
fluenced, subjects tended to shift estimates toward
a common norm in the group situation.
Several ambiguous-task studies are more pertinent
to the present paper.

Mouton, Blake, and Olmstead

(1956) designed a study to determine the relationship

between frequency of yielding and the disclosure of
personal identity.

They found that identifiable sub

jects conform more to a group norm than anonymous
subjects.

The task involved recalling the number of

metronome clicks.
In 1957 Ar5yle attempted to measure social pres
sure in public an1 private situations.

Two subjects,

one actually a confederate, sat at opposite ends of a
table with a screen placed between them.

They were

asked to discuss a painting by passing notes and, as
planned, the subject soon discovered a continuing dis
agreement.

When the actual subject was asked to give

his final opinion directly to the confederate, he

generally conformed more than in his written messages.
Probably the most basic and widely known work in
group pressure employing unambiguous stimuli are the
studies by Asch

(1951; 1956).

His basic experimental

condition placed an individual in a face-to-face sit
uation loaded with group pressure to accept a judgment
clearly contrary to fact.

The task entailed choosing

one of three lines that was equal in length to a stand
ard line.

It was an easy task but after several neu

tral trials one individual was at odds with the entire
group.

Each member of the group, except the naive

subject, was instructed to respo�d with wrong answers;
thus, the naive subject was a minority of one against
a unanimous majority.

The experiment revealed that

the majority effect caused 1/3 of the minority's an
swers to be wrong with an overall 36.8% error rate.
An interesting fiDding by Asch

(1955) indicated

that a majority of three was generally as effective
as a larger number.

Luchins and Luchins

(1955) con

firmed this finding in another experiment.
Crutchfield

(1955) introduced the use of "elec

trical stooges", a light signal system, in place of a
physically present and responding majority.
hard to compare this work to Asch's

It was

(1956) face-to

face situation because of differing sets of judgment
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tasks.

However, this study was important for it

initiated the use of a light signal system with sub
ject separation.
A study by Deutsch and Gerard
Asch's

(1955) made use of

(.1951; 1956) basic technique coupled with

Crutchfield's

(1955) light signal system.

They con

firmed their major hypothesis that group instruction
woul result in more errors than individual instruction.
A second hypothesis was that social influence upon in
dividual judgment would be lessened when the subject
perceived that his answer could not be identified.

To

test this contention a comparison was made between a
face-to-face group, identity known, to a separated
anonymous group employing the light signal system.
They found that the anonymous group scored signifi
cantly less errors.
Two facts should be noted about vhe Deutsch and
Gerard

(1955) study.

First, due to an admitted method

ological error, poor structuring and vague instructions,
some subjects supposedly in the anonymous group indi
cated a belief that their responses could be indenti
fied.

Still, the results were emphatic.

Secondly, a

face-to-face group was compared to a separated anonymous group.

There is a wide difference in these

situations, as also observed by other writers (Levy,
1960), and this possibly accounts for the high sig
nificance in the experiment.
At the present time a review of the literature
does not reveal the weight identifiability of a judg
ment has in determining amount of conformity to a
clearly false group norm.

This study seeks to compQre

the identity-known to the anonymous situation, but
both operating under the separated, light system con
ditions.

It is hypothesized that even under these

subtle conditions, significantly fewer errors will be
recorded in the anonymous situation.

Fundamental to

the procedure are the points outlined by Asch (1952,
p. 461).

The subject realizes that:

a correct choice

is possible, only one choice �s cor�cct, the issue is
one of fact, others are atte:r.pt:Lnc to make an ob
jective choice, �nd th�t ti3es he is unanimously
opposed.
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METHOD
Subjects
The subjects for this study were 24 females en
rolled in undergraduate psycholo�y classes at Western
Michigan University.

All volunteered to take part in

an experiment invcstigatirig

perception.

Confederates were paid females who served as the
unanimous majority of three.

They were recruited pri

vately from the same classes several weeks in advance.
Apparatus
The set of standardized lines developed by Asch

(1955) and also used by Deutsch and Gerard (1955) were
employed.

However, the cards were constructed, photo

graphed, imprinted on 35 millirueter slides and pro
jected to a large screen placed 15 feet before the
subject's position.

Eighteen trials were presented

each session with six neutral interspersed in the
presentation •.
The 12 critical trials were actually three basic
comparisons with increasing standard line lengths of
3, 5, and 8 inches.

Comparison lines also increased
6
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so that the differences were always at least 3/4
inches but never more than 1 1/3 inches (see appen
dix).
There were both over- a:::id understimo.tions of the
standard lines by the majority.

�rror was presented

least in the first trials, 3/4 inches, and increased
progressively to 1 3/4 inches in the last trials.

At

times the majority chose lines �ost like the standard
line and in other instances the lines least like the
standard.
Subjects were placed in separate booths and in
dicated judgments through a light signal system.

Each

booth contained a panel of three liGhts and three
quiet s,�itches corresponding to the three choice lines.
Although wiring appeared to join each booth, the sys
tems were not interconnecting but rather each one led
to a master panel located in another room.
Procedure
Each subject was asked to perform the same task,
choosing one of three lines that matched a standard
line.

The distance between the standard line and the

choice lines was maintained at 40 inches.
Upon arriving for the experiment, subjects in the
anonymous group (Group I) were asked to enter one of

8

the booths.

Inside each booth at the base of the

light panel, the subjects found a small card marked
0

3".

Wben the signal ·was given for subjects 1, 2,

and 4.to respond; programmed choices were activated
on each panel by the assistant at the master panel.
·when subject three was to respond all subjects an
swered and as the responses flashed on the control
panel the assistant recorded the choice of each sub
ject.

Subjects believed that their choices registered

on all panels but the booths were not interconnected.
The directions for Group I explicitly stated that
the designation of numbers was arbitrary and that it
was impossible for the respondent to be identified.
The directions for Gro�p I follo�s:

*

This is a task involving the discrim
ination of lengths of lines. Before you is
a screen with one line on the left and three
lines of differing length on the right. They
numbered 1,2, and 3 in order. One of the
three lines at the right is equal to the line
at the left. You will decide in each case
which is the equal line.
You will indicate your judgments by
flipping the switch 0:::1 ;your light panel that
corresponds to the number of the line you
have chosen, to the "on" position. Be sure
to return your switch to the "off" position
when the next person is called upon to an
swer. It takes approximately 10 seconds to
record a response so leave it on at least
that long. There will be 18 such comparisons
in all.
*Partly adapted from Asch (1956)

As the number of comparisons is few
and the group small, I will call upon each
of you in t�rn to indicate your judgments
by means of your light panel. Now, at the
base of your panel you will find a card in
dicating a random number. Vnen this number
is called, it is an indication for you to
respond. These numbers are not related
to your position.
You will be able to observe other
choices by means of the light system. The
recording is such that neither you nor
the experimenter will be able to tell to
who� a particular judgnent belongs.
Please be as accurate as possible. Are
there any questions?
The identity-known condition (Group II) entailed
a physically present, but still separated majority.
The confederates, along with the critical subjects,
were publicly assigned a booth.

Naive subjects wore

seated, inconspicuously, in the third booth.

Once in

the booths the confederates had no further task except
for an occasional pre-arranged question.

The responses

of 1, 2, and 4 were again programmed from the control
panel.

The instructions for Group II follows: (the

first parts are identical to Group I and are not re
peated here)
As the nu:r.ber of of comparisons is few
and the gr6up small, I will call upon each
of you in turn by na�e to indicate your
judgments by meG.ns of your .light panel.
Your judgments will be signalled directly
to the rest of the group �y the lights on
their panels. Thus, each person will know
who is responding.
Please be as accurate ns possible. Are
there any questions?
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After each session of 18 trials, each subject was
interviewed separately to determine validity of re
sponse and to note qualitative results.

The interview,

although structured, allowed for an initial vagueness
so as to give the subject wide freedom to present im
mediate reactions.

At the termination of the inter

view the subject was asked not to discuss the experimont for at least several weeks and was reassured as
to her perceptual accuracy.

10
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RESULTS
The number of socially induced errors for each
subject was computed for both Group I and Group II.
In Group I there w�re 156 total trials with 13 errors.
The error rate is equal to 8.33 %.

Group II committed

18 errors in a total of 132 trials for a 13.64% error
rate.

There is 5.13% difference in error rate between

the experimental conditions with 10% more subjects
erring in Group II.

Total percentage of error for

each critical trial in each gro�p was calculated and
plotted in figure 1.
The mean number of errors for Group I is 1.67 as
compared to 2.26 for Group II.

Previously mentioned

research had reported fewer errors in the anonymous
situation.

A one-tailed t test between means did not

support the hypothesis that substantially more errors
would occur in the iden tity-kno·.m group (Group II) as
compared to the anonymous group (Group I); t
with 22 df, p

>

=

1.12

.15.

Of thirty original subjects who performed under
both variables, six wer2 eliminated because of strong
suspicion or actual belief that the experiment was
::-igged.

This was a 20% elimin2-tion rate.

\.Jhen data

from these subjects are included in the statistical
test the results remain insignificant.
Table l indicates the distribution of errors in
Group I and II.

The results hint at the observed

qualitative differences between Group I and Group II.
It was apparent that in the anonymous condition sub
jects appeared more relaxed and at ease than thdse in
Group II.

During the interview Group II demonstrated

a somewhat strained and concerned behavior toward
their part in the experiment.

Subjects in Group I

exhibited a definitely interested, but matter of fact
attitude toward the proceedings.
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FiBure 1.

Percent of wrong responses per critical

trial for Group I and Group II.
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Table 1
Frequency Distribution of Errors
in Identity and Anonymous Groups
Nu:nber of
Errors
0
1
2
3
· 4

5

Anonymous
Group
N=l3
6
4
1
1

,.L

0

Identity
Group
N=ll
41
2
3
1
0

DISCUSSION
It has been the contention of this study that research
which purportedly measured the effect of anonymity of
judgments utilizing an unambiguous task, had not truly
isolated the phenomenon for adequate measurement.
Many times research efforts were only incidently con
cerned with anonymous judgments and usually investi
gated this factor through secondary hypothesis making.
The major implications of this paper substantiate
Levy's (1960) findings.

There is a basic difference

between a face-to-face and a separated condition in
studies of group pressure and social influence.

The

separated condition is not as effective in producing
conformity.

Further, the results obtained here in-

dicate that the differences between a face-to-face,
identity-known group, and a separated, anonymous group
are mainly attributable to face-to-face interaction.
When both the identity-knovm and the anonymous groups
are compared under separated conditions, the differ
ences between them considerably diminish.
The point should be noted that identity, in its
co_mmon meaning, was not a major issue here.

That is,

by identity-known or identification there was no
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concern with just naming an individual.

More impor

tant was the clear association of an individual with
her response.

Thus, in the itentity situation the

subject became publicly responsible for her judgment.
Deutsch and Gerard's

(1955) study involved an

anonymous 5roup with individuals assigned an objective
judg�ental task under separated light-signal condi
tions.

They admitted that instructions concerning an

onymity were vague and only implicit, and that if this
were corrected even less error would be recorded.
They found mean error in incliviclual judgment to be
2.27; and, with corrected instructions this paper re
ports a mean error rate of 1.00.
The hypothesis of this investigation was not sub
stantiated statistically.

Subjects in the anonymous

group (Group I) did not err significantly less than
those in the identity-known group (Group II).

Three

auxiliary evaluations show a d.ef.Lni�e but subtle inequality between the var�ables.
First, Tablel and figure l indicate a differential effect upon individual judgment in Group I and
II.

Figure 1 displays the wide individual differences

among subjects and also reveals the slightly more
pressure to conform in the identity-known condition
(Group II).

Secondly, 10% more subjects yielded in

16

Group II.

Thirdly, qualitati,e observations such as

facial expressions and gestures suggest stronger pres
sure to conform among subjects in Group II.
The findings of this study bint that the effect
of

anonymity of response under social influence is

not so strong as indicated by past research.

Liter

ature in this area reCTains sparse and continued work
is required to adequately confirm, or possibly even
reject, present findings.
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SUI"fr'T.ARY

This study sought to ascertain the effect of
anonymity of response upon individual judgment under
social influence.

It was contended that research

which purportedly measured the effect of anonymity of
judgment utilizing an unambiguous task, had not truly
isolated the phenomenon for a�equate measurement_

It

was hypothesized that even under conditions of subject
separation and l j_ght signal communication, anonymity
of judgment would still result in less conforming re
sponses.
This hypothesis was not substantiated by the re
sults of the investigation.

It appears that the differ

ences between a face-to-face, identity-known group,
and a separated anonymous group are mainly attributa
ble to the face-to-face interaction.

When both the

identity-known and the anonymous groups are compared
under the same conditions, the factor of anonymity,
although important, is not as great as indicated by
past research.
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APPENDIX
Basic Standard and Comparison Lines
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I

311

3 3/4"

4 1/4"

3.11

511

5"

4"

6 1/2"

8"

6 1/4 11

II

III

8"

6 3/4

